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22Executive summary

The current economic climate has had a significant impact on Bournemouth Water and Wessex Water customers, with 
very few feeling optimistic about the future. NHH customers are feeling the impact on their businesses with the rising cost 
of fuel and electricity.

The majority of participants chose the ‘must do’ plan over the proposed plan, and more often than not this was because 
they were unhappy with paying for the added investments and would prefer to see the investments funded by water 
companies themselves rather than customer bills. 

Pollution, leakage and water quality came out as high priority areas amongst the performance commitments, with a 
strong push to see a more ambitious leakage target. Though sewage flooding seems like an awful problem, it doesn’t feel 
like a common problem in the Bournemouth region, and customers are reluctant to pay to benefit others in this instance.

When it comes to the legally required investments, Bournemouth Water and Wessex Water customers are generally 
accepting of the investments and bill impacts as they feel these are worthwhile. However, customers remain conscious of 
affordability and are concerned to see the smaller investments adding up to a large bill impact.

When it comes to the discretionary investments, there is a reluctance to pay for some areas where customers feel water 
companies should be fully responsible for funding through their profits or via government schemes such as: 
Micropollutants, Net zero and Water poverty. However, these are all considered worthwhile investments that should go 
ahead.
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While some customers are clearly very worried about affordability, for many the question rests more on their willingness to 
pay for investments that they may not accept as opposed to their inability to pay. The current media activity and industry 
scrutiny is playing a part with customers nervous that the interests of shareholders are placed ahead of customers.
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33Methodology 3

1 x 3hr face-to-face deliberative 

events

Stage 1: Participants to go through pre-
read pack and fill out pre-task survey

Stage 2: Participants to attend 1 x 3hr 
event each in person

Stage 3: Participants to complete post-
task survey and answer questions based 
on their personal bill projections

1 x 90min reconvened online focus groups

Stage 1: Participants to attend first 90 min focus group

Stage 2: Participants to attend second 90 min focus group

Stage 3: Participants to complete post-task survey and answer 

questions based on their personal bill projections
Micro NHH

Larger NHH

4 x 1hr online video depth

Stage 1: Participants go through pre-read pack & fill out pre-task survey

Stage 2: Participants to attend 1 x 1hr online depth

Stage 3: Participants to complete post-task survey and answer 

questions based on their personal bill projections

8 x 1hr online video depth

Stage 1: Participants to go through pre-read pack and fill out pre-task 

survey

Stage 2: Participants to attend 1 x 1hr online depth

Stage 3: Participants to complete post-task survey and answer 

questions based on their personal bill projections



44Sample profile – who we spoke to 4

Total sample achieved = 41

Household sample achieved = 18/16
• SEG: 3 x AB, 4 x C1C2, 7 x DE
• Age: 6 x under 45, 8 x over 45
• Gender: 10 x F, 8 x M 
• Metering: 6 x metered, 8 x unmetered
• Recruitment: 14 x list opt ins, 4 x extras (free find?)

Future customer sample achieved = 8/8
• SEG: 8 x C1C2
• Age: 8 x 18-30
• Gender: 4 x F, 4 x M
• Recruitment: 8 x free find

Non-household sample achieved = 3/10
• Size: 3 x micro NHH
• Examples of business type include: restaurant, 

recruitment, transport
• Usage type: 2 x domestic, 1 x domestic and non-

domestic
• Usage volume: 3 x low spend
• Recruitment: 3 x free find

Health vulnerable sample achieved = 6/8
• Age: 2 x under 45, 4 x over 45
• Gender: 3 x F, 3 x M 
• Metering: 4 x metered, 2 x unmetered 
• PSR status: 5 x on or eligible for PSR
• Examples of vulnerability include: physical health 

conditions, mental health problems
• Recruitment: 5 x list opt ins, 1 x free find

Economically vulnerable sample achieved = 6/8
• Age: 1 x under 45, 5 x over 45
• Gender: 4 x F, 2 x M
• Metering: 4 x metered, 2 x unmetered 
• Social tariff: 1 x ST, 2 x eligible for ST, 3 x don’t know
• Recruitment: 3 x free find, 3 x flagged social tariff

Total number of opt-ins: 81



55Note on post task results 5

After the face-to-face event in Bournemouth, it became apparent that the personalised bill information 

that was used for HH customers was incorrect. It only included the Wessex Water part of the bill. This did 

not affect future customers or ‘walk-ins’ on the day (for whom we did not hold the bill info).

We managed to recontact and achieve 16/21 post-event surveys with the correct numbers. Despite 

many attempts and offering a small incentive, we were unable to persuade the final 5 participants to 

complete the post-event survey again. We have however, used their data for the acceptability scores 

and other feedback they had initially provided, but removed their responses from the affordability 

metric.

NHH respondents and all free found respondents were provided the average bill (or provided their 

annualised bill) and Future customers not given a bill amount; therefore, were not affected by this issue. 

In total we achieved 34/39 post-event surveys with the correct numbers



The customer context
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Views on current financial situation and financial outlook

Many of the customers interviewed feel they are just getting by.
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Source: Pre task Appendix A, B/C, E: How do you feel about your household finances at this time? 

FEELINGS ABOUT HOUSEHOLD FINANCES “I have just recently retired so am 
aware that my income is now 
limited whereas before it was 

very decent. It's a new chapter 
of life watching what we spend 

and accepting previously-
bought luxuries or spur of the 

moment purchases now have to 
be considered or put aside. We 
are more aware of household 

overheads and bills.”
HH Bournemouth Answer 7/10

“My family have enough money 
to pay the bills and buy food but 
have cut down on holidays and 

have made cuts with their 
outgoings. My dad recently 

retired and is looking at getting a 
part time job to continue living 
the comfortable life he had.”
HH Bournemouth Answer 5/10

“My parents are struggling to keep 
on top of bills and everyday costs 
due to the cost of living crisis and 

their employment/ health 
situation.”

Future Customer Bournemouth 
Answer 3/10

“The cost of living is impacting on 
me and I notice this in my bank 
statement at the end of each 
month. I am now choosing to 

forego/reduce purchases in order 
to save money.”

HH Bournemouth Answer 6/10

Note on findings:

Total numbers for pre-task 

survey responses are below 

the total sample size as not all 

customers completed the 

pre-survey



88
Views on current financial situation and financial outlook

Most of the customers interviewed at this stage feel pessimistic about the current economic situation.
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Source: Pre task Appendix A, B/C, E: Do you think the current economic situation is…?
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“If things carry on the way they are 
I don't think I'll have a business by 

the end of the year.”
NHH Bournemouth

“The cost of living is impacting on 
me and I notice this in my bank 
statement at the end of each 
month. I am now choosing to 

forego/reduce purchases in order 
to save money.”
HH Bournemouth



99
Expectations for economic climate in the future (in 5 years, in 10 years)
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Source: Pre task Appendix A, B/C, E: Thinking about the current economic climate in the future, do you expect your household finances to 

be better off, worse off or about the same in the next 5/10 years?
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There is a lot of uncertainty and pessimism about future finances in the shorter and longer term.



1010
Current bill affordability for water and sewerage services

Most of the customers interviewed feel their water and sewerage bills are manageable.
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Proposed Plan



A 1-page summary of the proposed 
plan was provided as part of the pre-
read information with an explanation 
of the different categories of 
investment: 

• legally required/statutory; 

• 5 year performance commitments; 

• additional investments proposed to 
meet longer term outcomes.
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What will it mean for bills? 
This proposed plan will have an impact on customers’ bills. 

The average bill will increase by £24/month by 2030. 

This breaks down as:

• £10 to meet the investment required by the regulators (the blue and grey investments)

• £5 to meet the investments we propose over and above this (the white investments)

• £8 to meet inflation



1313
Summary: Proposed plan acceptability and affordability (using personalised bills)

Reactions to the proposed plan are mixed – this is largely driven by HH customers. Most HH customers are uncertain or feel they would not 
be able to afford the bill.

13

ACCEPTABILITY AFFORDABILITY

Source: Appendix A, B/C, D, E: Thinking about how your income may change in the future, how easy or difficult do you think it would be for you to afford the water and 

sewerage bills for the proposed plan? Based on everything you have heard and read about the company’s proposed business plan, how acceptable or unacceptable is 
it to you?
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Summary: Reasons for accepting/rejecting the Proposed plan

The plan is seen as a positive step in the right direction and deemed environmentally friendly. Those who reject the plan see it as too 
expensive and believe water companies should have a greater financial responsibility. Bournemouth Water might consider a campaign to 
provide more explanation about the cost of investments and the relationship with company profits.
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Source: Appendix A, B/C, D, E: Thinking about how your income may change in the future, how easy or difficult do you think it would be for you to afford the water and 

sewerage bills for the proposed plan? Based on everything you have heard and read about the company’s proposed business plan, how acceptable or unacceptable is 
it to you?
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TRUST

Summary: Trust

2 in 3 customers interviewed trust Bournemouth Water & Wessex Water to deliver this plan. While some agree that the service is satisfactory, 
the belief that shareholders are prioritised is widespread. And it was not specifically aimed at Bournemouth Water or Wessex Water.
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1616Response to legal required elements: STORM OVERFLOWS

Overall, customers accept this investment with some feeling that Wessex Water should be more ambitious given the importance of the issue 
and the prevalence in the media. 

16

Deliberation centres around:
• There are concerns around how the sewage spills 

would be measured and reported; customers want to 
ensure that this process is transparent

• Sewage pollution is an important issue and one that 
needs to be addressed quickly

• Given the size of the area covered by Wessex Water, 
there were questions as to whether 150 locations was 
enough 

• Customers feel the existing allowances are too 
generous and there needs to be more action taken

Response to mandated investment
• An important investment that should definitely go 

ahead – sewage spills are clearly a big issue and one 
that is affecting waters across the UK

• However, strong feelings that this falls under the 
responsibility of water companies and is something 
that they should be dealing with quickly

• But do accept the rise in bills to address the problem as it 

needs to be dealt with

Summary

Important ✓

Urgent ✓

Willing to pay ✓

Able to pay ✓

“150 is not a lot. How many sewers 
are there? They should just 

complete the job.”
Future Bournemouth



1717Response to legal required elements: NUTRIENT REMOVAL
Though customers care about the environmental benefits to this investment, there are concerns around water companies benefitting from 
it financially.
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Deliberation centres around:
• Customers feel it’s important for Wessex Water to 

invest in environmental improvements
• They’d like to know more about the way this is 

measured and monitored – especially considering the 
high cost of the investment and the impact on their 
bills

• Concerns that this is a money-making exercise and the 
water company just wants to profit from new housing

• NHH customers are concerned that this investment has 
such a large bill impact for an issue they’ve never 
heard of before

Response to mandated investment
• Urgent and important from the environmental side of 

things; but still feels like a high cost 
• Generally, happy with the investment but want to 

make sure it’s being done for the right reasons (i.e. not 
just to build more houses and make more profit)

• Does feel expensive and a big addition to bills 

“I think adding a cost on for things 
like the river water quality and 

things like that makes sense. The 
money is not ging to come out of 

thin air and if it’s something we 
value then it’s worth investing in.”

HH Bournemouth

“I do wonder whether 
they're thinking 

everybody's going to 
have to get used to 
electricity and gas 
going up. This is our 

chance to put water 
up as well…”

HH Bournemouth

Summary

Important ✓

Urgent ✓

Willing to pay ?

Able to pay ?



1818Response to legal required elements: RELIABLE WATER SUPPLY

Customers are happy for this investment to go ahead as resilience is vital to ensure we have enough water in future. 

18

Deliberation centres around:
• Customers felt that due to Bournemouth Water not 

facing big problems with drought, this was an easy win 
for them as it should be easier for them to build 
resilience

• A vital investment – we can’t live without water and 
companies should do whatever they need to do to 
ensure we always have access to it 

Response to mandated investment
• A no brainer – ensuring there is enough water is 

crucial, no matter what the spend
• Happy for customer bills to be put towards this

“It’s an easy win!”
HH Bournemouth

“That’s quite a 
good ambition for 

them isn’t it?”
HH Bournemouth

“Wouldn't have much of 
an issue paying for the 
reliable water supply.”

NHH Bournemouth

Summary

Important ✓

Urgent ✓

Willing to pay ✓

Able to pay ✓



1919Response to legal required elements: CLEAN AND SAFE TAP WATER

Overall strong acceptability for this investment as it is a basic requirement.

19

Deliberation centres around:
• Water quality is obviously important, and Bournemouth 

Water should do whatever they need to do to ensure 
the quality is high

• One customer felt the £8 charge would benefit them 
financially in the long term as they currently pay to 
drink bottled water

• NHH appreciate that this is a must do

Response to mandated investment
• A small investment to ensure that water remains safe 

to drink
• A relatively small investment for something that’s so 

important
• A ‘must do’

“I think 8 quid is a lot 
cheaper than buying 

bottle water. So if it does 
become drinkable, it’s 

reasonable.”
HH Bournemouth

Summary

Important ✓

Urgent ✓

Willing to pay ✓

Able to pay ✓



2020Response to legal required elements: PROTECT NATURAL RESOURCES

A worthwhile investment that addresses an overall responsibility for caring for the environment. 

20

Deliberation centres around:
• Important to think about the environment and 

biodiversity – some consider that everyone has a 
duty of care in this area

• But in the context of the cost-of-living crisis where 
people are struggling with bills, this takes a bit of 
a backseat

• NHH customers agree that this is not high on the 
priority list but do not have an issue with the 
investment going ahead

Response to mandated investment
• No strong objections to this investment, but in the 

context of all the other investments customers 
are conscious of another addition to the bill

“We have a duty of care to the 
environment. Water is one of the 
top things. I think they should be 
looking into that and biodiversity 

and stuff like that.”
HH Bournemouth

“I mean, I think going with 
what you said about the 

money, having affordable 
bills as one of the aims and 
then all the others kind of 

contradict because obviously 
bills are going to go up to 
customers if they want to 

achieve all the other things.”
HH Bournemouth

Summary

Important ✓

Urgent ✓

Willing to pay ?

Able to pay ✓



2121Response to performance commitment targets

Leakage, pollution and water quality are considered the high priority investments – customers feel there is room for more ambition in these 
areas.

21

• Customers were shocked and frustrated by the amount of 
water lost through leakage

• Customers would like to see a more ambitious target here 

• Supply interruptions were considered a medium priority 
compared with the others here.

• A high priority – water quality is crucial as it is a basic need
• Not something that customers want to compromise on and 

the investment is low.

• These investments were considered lower priority – flooding 
doesn’t feel like a pertinent issue in the Bournemouth region

• Some considered that they would be paying for customers in 
other areas to benefit

• Another high priority investment – pollution is felt to be a big 

issue at the moment
• Measure is confusing for customers

“The thing that seems to affect 
us is pollution...”

HH Bournemouth

“I bet so many people have leaky 
toilets, taps, things like that. I fixed 

a leaky toilet at home recently. 
Sometimes it's so subtle you can 

barely see it's just leaking a tiny bit. 

And it uses probably so much 
water.”

HH Bournemouth



2222Response to plan enhancements: MICROPOLLUTANTS

A concerning problem that needs to be dealt with – customers would prefer for this to be addressed sooner but don’t think it’s their 
responsibility to pay for it. 

22

Deliberation centres around:
• For customers this feels like a real problem that needs 

to be addressed as soon as possible
• Option B appears to be ‘sweeping it under the rug’ 

and putting off a solution – customers would prefer to 
see the issue to be addressed head on

• Incinerators feel like a step in the wrong direction as 
they’re bad for the environment

• NHH felt reluctant to pay towards research; they’d like 
further info before deciding

Response to proposed plan and alternatives
• Some would like to see option A so that the problem is 

addressed
• Others who feel this is water company responsibility 

would prefer not to pay or to pay less – but option B 
doesn’t feel like a permanent solution

“The blue option is 
getting us nowhere 

really – is just 
putting off the 

inevitable.”
HH Bournemouth

Summary

Important ✓

Urgent ✓

Willing to pay X

Able to pay ✓



2323Response to plan enhancements: NET ZERO
An important investment that water companies should be paying for themselves through their profits, not through customer bills. 
Bournemouth Water might consider communicating to customers how these types of investments are funded and why it filters through to 
customer bills.

23

Deliberation centres around:
• This is considered an important investment that needs 

to happen
• But customers are reluctant to pay for this investment – 

it feels like something that strongly sits within the 
responsibility of the water company and should be 
paid for with their profits

• Electric vehicles are seen as problematic. Participants 
suggested they should already have a budget for 
vehicle replacement and they shouldn’t need to 

increase the bills
• Tree planting and offsetting feel a bit like lip service

Response to proposed plan and alternatives
• Happy with the overall goal but not comfortable with 

pay for the investments
• Wessex Water should be ambitious but should pay for 

these investments with their own profits
• Customers would prefer to pick and choose which 

areas they invest in for this area 

“These targets sound 
cliché, it sound like 
they’ve just picked 
the same standard 

actions that 
everyone else 

chooses.”
HH Bournemouth

Summary

Important ✓

Urgent ✓

Willing to pay x

Able to pay ✓



2424Response to plan enhancements: ADDITIONAL STORM OVERFLOWS

An important and topical issue – the more that can be done, the better. 
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Deliberation centres around:
• Seems like there has been a lack of historic investment 

to address this problem and there’s a perception that 
water companies have been ‘getting away with it’

• The problem is important for some customers – water 
quality and health being two of the biggest

• This is something that should be ‘as standard’, rather 
than a luxury

Response to proposed plan and alternatives
• Happy with the proposed plan to get the issue 

resolved sooner
• Again, feels like water company responsibility to pay 

for the investment

“I would like to be able 
to swim in the sea 

before I die.”
HH Bournemouth

“If you deal with the issue sooner – you’ll have less environmental 
impact, less pollution. It might end up saving money. The final five 

years you’ll have some respite.”
HH Bournemouth

Summary

Important ✓

Urgent ✓

Willing to pay ?

Able to pay ✓



2525Response to plan enhancements: WATER POVERTY
Overall, customers support this investment but don’t want to foot the bill. It shows a lack of understanding around how exactly the cross 
subsidy works but also  a potential lack of support. The cost of living crisis may be an explanation for this. 

25

Deliberation centres around:
• Though customers aren’t against other customers 

getting support with paying their bills, there was 
pushback against the cross-subsidy

• Some felt that the responsibility for subsidising those 
struggling lies with water companies, the government

• Others felt that the cross-subsidy should be relative to 
usage – if you use a lot of water you should pay more 
towards helping others

Response to proposed plan and alternatives

• In the context of the cost of living crisis, customers 
support the investment in that it will help those 
struggling

• However, the cross-subsidy mechanism may push 
others into water poverty and customers don’t feel it’s 
fair for them to pay

• Customers are inclined to choose the slowest plan if 
the funding comes from their bills

NB in the deliberative events, customers discussed either the BW or the WW affordability plans

“I don’t see what this 
has to do with my water. 
It sounds selfish, but it’s 
not really relevant to 

me. There are charities 
out there that deal with 

water bill support. I 
could just pay a charity 
if I wanted to contribute 

to this..”
HH Bournemouth

Summary

Important ✓

Urgent ✓

Willing to pay x

Able to pay ?



2626Response to plan enhancements: SMART METERS
Smart meters are considered to only really benefit water companies, with minimal benefit for customers – a non-urgent investment. There is 
scepticism about how well they work, how much can be saved (financially) and whether it should be a priority. Previous experience (in 
energy) plays a role for some customers. 

26

Deliberation centres around:
• Customers are generally confused as to how 

these would work and how they’d benefit them – 
what could customers viably use the data for?

• Concerns around smart meters following 
negative press – both around whether they work 
and whether they are safe

• Generally, smart meters feel more useful to the 
water company than they do for the customer

• They also feel like a ‘nice to have’ rather than an 
essential investment

• Some did mention the benefit of helping 
customers reduce usage and leakage

Response to proposed plan and alternatives
• Most happy to see a slower rollout for smart 

meters as it doesn’t feel like it’s an urgent issue
• Some suggestions that customers should pay for 

their own smart meters if they want them

NB in the deliberative events, customers discussed either the BW or the WW affordability plans

“This feels more like 
a nice to have than 

a must have.”
HH Bournemouth

“I mean I love my 
smart meter for 

electricity. Check it 
daily. But it doesn't 
change anything.”
HH Bournemouth

Summary

Important x

Urgent x

Willing to pay ?

Able to pay ✓



2727Response to plan enhancements: LEAD PIPES
This investment raised concerns, with many feeling this shouldn’t be considered if not a current health issue. Bournemouth Water customers 
responded differently to this investment that Bristol & South West Water customers.

27

Deliberation centres around:
• Confusion around how much of an issue this is; 

questions as to how many HH properties still 
contain lead pipes and what proportion of the 
population is affected 

• If it’s a health concern, it feels urgent… but if not, 
then why bother?

• Some argue that this should be the responsibility 
of the homeowner, rather than the water 
company

Response to proposed plan and alternatives
• A mixed response – some voted for the proposed 

as it was a small investment, and the problem 
would be resolved

• Others felt responsibility lay with the individual 
and would be happy to see slower replacement, 
especially if not an urgent health issue

NB in the deliberative events, customers discussed either the BW or the WW affordability plans

“If it’s a health concern, 
you’ve got to replace them 

as quickly as possible – 
spend more now.”
HH Bournemouth

“If it's dangerous, it's 
probably best to get 

rid of them.”
HH Bournemouth

Summary

Important ?

Urgent ?

Willing to pay ?

Able to pay ✓
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Proposed plan – bill impact (average bill)

The proposed plan feels like a big jump compared with what they’re currently paying.

28

Concerned response
• In the context of other bills increasing, this 

change in water bill feels unsustainable
• Feels like a huge and painful jump for 

customers, especially as they feel that wages 
will not increase at anywhere near the same 
rate

• Though the majority of the investments are 
important to customers, the cost feels very high 
and customers feel dejected as they are doing 
what they can

Accepting response
• There is acceptance that the investment 

proposed are achieving the right thing
• There is hope that the economy will stabilise 

and wages will increase to help battle the 

steep increases caused by inflation 

“It's hard to know… how much 
pay is going to increase in time 
and everything like that. Hard 
to know. It does feel like bills 

going up.”
HH Bournemouth

“For me, my company gave me a 10% increase to 
account for inflation. It’s scary to look at the (bill 
increase) numbers right now, but everything is 
crazy right now anyway. Water is important, so 

even though it looks like my bill might double, it still 
seems worth it.”

HH Bournemouth

“Seems a lot because I mean 
my bill for last year was 

hundred and 80 pounds. Just 
add ons are going to be more 
than that. That doesn't seem 

right to me.”
HH Bournemouth



Must do 
plan

29
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Must do plan – bill impact (average bill)

Whilst customers are willing to see reduced investment sin smart meters and net zero, the other investments seem too important to 
compromise on (and for a relatively small impact on bills).
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• Per month, the Must do plan doesn’t 
offer much of a reduction to customer 
bills

• It feels like the bill reduction doesn’t 
match up with the reduced investments 

– much less is being done for not a lot 
less money

• Of all the investments to cut back on, 
smart meters is one where customers are 
most happy to reduce investment and 
bill impact

• Net zero is also an area that, though 
important, could be an area to save 
money – although the reduction is 
minimal so may as well continue

• Lead pipes, sewage sludge and sewage 
spills feel too important to compromise 
on

“Even if it’s expensive, 

these are where the 
priorities are. This is 
more important.”
HH Bournemouth

“The reductions are 
very little from what 

you wanted to 
charge.”

HH Bournemouth
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PREFERENCE

Summary: Preferred Phasing

Most customers interviewed would prefer seeing an increase in bills starting sooner than later, though 5/15 HH customers are unsure. 
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5

5 2
2

HH

(15)

Vulnerable

Econ

(6)

Vulnerable

Health

(6)

NHH

(4)

Future

(8)

I don’t know enough at the 

moment to give an answer

An increase in bills starting

sooner, spreading increases

across different generations of

bill-payers

An increase in bills starting later,

putting more of the increases

onto younger and future bill-

payers

Source: Appendix A, B/C, D, E: Long term investment by the water company will require an increase in customer bills. Bills could increase in different ways over time. For 

example, there could be increases now for current bill payers, or bigger increases in the long term for future generations. Which one of the following options would you 

prefer?
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Proposed vs. Must do (based on personalised bill)

Many HH customers felt it was an easy decision to choose their preferred plan – a little more uncertainty amongst the vulnerable customers 
interviewed.
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Completely
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Don't know

Summary: Proposed and ‘must do’ plan (personalised bill) 

More customers find the must do plan acceptable than the proposed plan. Rejection of the proposed plan is mainly driven by HH 
customers. 
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Source: Appendix A, B/C, D, E: Thinking about how your income may change in the future, how easy or difficult do you think it would be for you to afford the water and 

sewerage bills for the proposed plan? Based on everything you have heard and read about the company’s proposed business plan, how acceptable or unacceptable is 
it to you?

PROPOSED

ACCEPTABILITY

MUST DO
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Summary: Proposed and ‘must do’ plan (personalised bill)

Most customers are uncertain or pessimistic that they would be able to afford the bill. 

34
AFFORDABILITY

Source: Appendix A, B/C, D, E: Thinking about how your income may change in the future, how easy or difficult do you think it would be for you to afford the water and 

sewerage bills for the proposed plan? Based on everything you have heard and read about the company’s proposed business plan, how acceptable or unacceptable is 
it to you?
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Summary: Reasons for accepting/rejecting the Must Do plan

Like the proposed plan, those who accept it see that it focusses on the right things and would be beneficial for future generations. This plan 
is largely rejected by customers believing water companies profits are too high, that companies should pay more, and that it doesn’t focus 
on the right things.
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Source: Appendix A, B/C, D, E: Thinking about how your income may change in the future, how easy or difficult do you think it would be for you to afford the water and 

sewerage bills for the proposed plan? Based on everything you have heard and read about the company’s proposed business plan, how acceptable or unacceptable is 
it to you?
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Trust: do what’s best for their customers

Trust: make these service
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Plan is environmentally friendly
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The plan will make big/ good

improvements

Plan is good for future generations

Their plan focuses on the right things
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Poor VFM – not doing enough for the cost

The plan doesn’t focus on the right things

I won’t be able to afford this

Don't trust: make these service improvements

Water company profits too high

Water companies should pay for more from their…

Reasons for rejecting 

Household

(7)
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(1)

Vulnerable Health

(0)

NHH
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Conclusions and recommendations

For Bournemouth Water and Wessex Water customers, investments that are considered high priority are those that allow water supply and 
sewerage management to run smoothly and effectively. Any investments that go above and beyond this are questioned; customers want 
to see these funded outside of customer bills or deprioritised 

36

Customers support the plans where the 
investments:
• Have a clear, tangible benefit to the customer 

e.g. Reliable water supply, clean and safe tap 
water, water quality

• Are particularly urgent and need to be 
addressed immediately e.g. storm overflows, 
leakage, pollution

Customers least supportive where the investments:
• Feel strongly under the responsibility of water 

companies to pay out of their profits e.g. net 
zero and micropollutants

• Feel the benefit is counterintuitive e.g. 
affordability – increasing bills may push more 
people into poverty

• Where the issue feels a little less urgent than the 
others e.g. protecting natural resources, sewer 
flooding, smart meters, lead pipes

What will improve plan acceptability & affordability?
• Customers want to see more ambitious targets for leakage, and less priority on protecting natural resources
• Make clear the role of housing developers for the nutrient removal investment (customers do not want this to be a profiteering 

exercise)
• Customers happy with a slower rollout of smart meters as this doesn’t feel like an urgent investment. Also, more communication 

required about how they work, how much can be saved (both financially and in terms of water) and whether they will work 
better than it is perceived they do in the energy sector)

• More information/communication about how investments are put together, and what the relationship is with company profits 
and shareholder dividend

• Cost is the key driver influencing customers when assessing the plans – anything that can be done to reduce cost will help

Acceptance, or lack of, not clearly and overtly driven by the Bristol Water or Wessex Water plans. Scepticism around bill increases 
was generic. In terms of acceptability, customers assessed each commitment on its own merits with little reference to who offered it.
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Additional segment analysis for

Health Vulnerable and NHH customers



3939Sample profile – Health Vulnerable 39

Health vulnerable sample achieved = 6/8
• Age: 2 x under 45, 4 x over 45
• Gender: 3 x F, 3 x M 
• Metering: 4 x metered, 2 x unmetered 
• PSR status: 5 x on or eligible for PSR
• Examples of vulnerability include: physical health conditions, disability
• Recruitment: 5 x list opt ins, 1 x free find

Consumer context
• The cost of living crisis is a notable life 

challenge for the majority.
• Many are trying to cut down on energy and 

water in order to save money on bills.
• Some with and some without jobs, but none 

able to make savings as income goes 
straight out on costs.

Pre-read: Spontaneous views on additional support via PSR / social tariff
• Pensioner’s Credit a much more widely known scheme and deemed to 

be helpful to health vulnerable customers.
• Lots don’t know about the type of help available for those with health 

conditions.

What needs do this segment have?
• Guidance on how to reduce water bill.
• Home or face to face visit to look at smart meters for vulnerable 

customers.
• Future planning for finances – customers are ‘take each day as it 

comes’ with their financial situation and need to have clarity over future 
outgoings and income.



4040Health Vulnerable – Vulnerability strategy 40

“The main points are acceptable. I think it’s 
mainly about being able to communicate with 

customers and make it easy for customers to find 
support.”

 HEALTH VULNERABLE

Vulnerability strategy viewed positively
• All health vulnerable customers felt the strategy has 

acceptable plans – they particularly felt it is commendable 
that Bournemouth is showing they understand the realities of 
difficult life conditions. 

• Customers supported the company providing more options 
to contact its customers, but they also think that 
communication around the strategy could be improved 
further.

• One customer was not in full support of ‘using data wisely’- 
they need to know if this means more data is collected and 
shared with company and impact on data privacy. 

“It’s commendable – but 
they should make it more 
public than it has been, 
people don't know what 

they can access.” 
 HEALTH VULNERABLE



4141Health Vulnerable – Affordability plans 41

Affordability plans
• Customers think the investment in affordability is 

important but remained sceptical about the 
implementation of the plans.

• Some thought that Bournemouth will not achieve 

all the plans.

• A few customers thought that there should be 
less investment in use of debt services and 
more focus on targets such as leaks and 
sewage

• Customers perceive other targets to be more 

important.

• Affordability should be a governmental target.

“It will be interesting to see how much of this will be 
achieved. I don’t think they will achieve 

everything, so I would say the success of this plan 
working is not great.”
 HEALTH VULNERABLE
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“How are they going to make sure 
consumers know about this? They 

should put it on the bill, either on the 
bill or on a separate piece of paper 
in with the bill, if they're going to do 

it, why not already? If no one takes it 
up then doesn't cost them 

anything.”
 HEALTH VULNERABLE

Priority Services PC
• Health vulnerable customers think the commitment to 

improving performance is essential.
• Bournemouth water (performance result 93%) is doing 

a lot in contrast to Wessex water which was 
perceived as not doing as much as other companies.

• Customers felt the majority of support or information 
available is mostly available online, and Bournemouth 
should make it easier to access information about 
priority services. 

“I think this (PC) is excellent - 
every needs help if they have a 

disability.”
 HEALTH VULNERABLE



4343Health vulnerable: Response to plan on a page – affordability and acceptability

Customers find the proposals acceptable and generally would opt for goals to be achieved as soon as possible, however, paying the 
increased bill amount between 2025-2050 is unaffordable to the majority.
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Deliberation centres around:
• Timeline of proposed 

long-term investment 
being too long – thereby 
increasing bills over a 
longer timeframe.

• Customers would rather 

pay more over a shorter 

period (5 years) and 

then receive no bill 

increases.

Response to proposed plan:
• Investment goals are 

acceptable and 
customers do not think 
£24 a month is 
unaffordable, provided all 

of the targets are met.
• If customers are to 

continue to pay 
increased bills they need 
to see evidence that 
investment is making a 
difference over the short 
term (5 years).

“If it’s going to the right 
cause, and all the 

targets are being hit, 
then I don’t mind the bill 
increase, but as some of 

the goal timelines get 
pushed back and 

pushed back, I would be 
less happy if that were 

the case and they were 
still raising costs.”

HEALTH VULNERABLE 

Summary

Important ✓

Urgent ✓

Willing to pay ?

Able to pay ✓



4444Case study – Jenny, health vulnerable customer

Jenny suffers from rheumatoid arthritis and is registered as disabled. Jenny is retired but she lives 
with her husband who has worked from home since the pandemic. Jenny is still mobile and 
makes regular trips to the hospital for treatment, as well as doing as much as she can to help 
with shopping and looking after the house. 

Jenny feels reasonably comfortable with her household income as she receives a good 
pension, but she worries it will be much more difficult when her husband retires. They spent little 
as a couple, preferring to save up for holidays.  Jenny does not particularly struggle with paying 
the water bill: “I don’t have much contact with water companies - only when the bill comes 
through and I make a note of how much we'll pay each month then I forget about it”.

Jenny is not aware of being on a PSR service, however, she thinks she did fill in a form a long 
time ago and believes she should be a priority customer. In case of an interruption, she would 
not be able to physically go and carry water from another pipe, or even carry bottled water, 
due to her disability.

 Response to the plan for vulnerable customers:

• Jenny supported the plan for vulnerable customers. She found the support for those 
struggling financially to be of particularly high importance. She wants to see 
Bournemouth Water be as ambitious as possible with the vulnerability strategy.

• She found the plan acceptable but also wanted further information on how to apply for 
priority services. She did not think that the plan is as public as it should be.

Response to plan on page:

• Jenny found the plan on the page very detailed and as a result felt she was able to 
accept all the proposed investments.

• She felt that paying £24 extra per month was affordable, and believes that customers 
have to pay this amount in order to see the targets met.

Jenny:

• Age: 76

• Gender: Female

• Metering: Metered

• PSR status: Unsure

• Vulnerability: arthritis 

affecting hands and 

feet

• Summary: finds plans 

acceptable and 

affordable.

44



4545Case study – Callum, health vulnerable customer

Callum finds day to day activities tiring and difficult. He has to rest often and frequently suffers 
from dizzy spells. He doesn’t like going to the hospital as he worries that they will not release him 
home which is where he prefers to be even if it can be a struggle.

Callum survives on his pension but has no other savings as he went through bankruptcy at the 
end of his working life. This, however, makes him very conscious of not using too much water 
and electricity and he believes that living frugally does need to mean living unhappily.

Callum is on the PSR and receives pension credits and war pension credits from the water 
company. He is currently happy with his bill amount and thinks it is fair to be means-tested and 
paying a lower amount as a result of his background.

Response to the plan for vulnerable customers:

• Callum supported the plan for vulnerable customers. He thinks the decreased bills for 
those who are vulnerable is helpful and supports all of the plans in the vulnerability 
strategy. 

• He worries, however, that most of the information available is online and that he will find 
it more and more difficult to access online information as technology evolves. He feels 
like he understands his water services very well at the moment, but feels like he might 
be left out if things change and he is not kept informed.

Response to plan on page:

• Callum found the plan affordable and acceptable. “I would be willing to spend more 
or get less discount if it’ll help reach some of these goals.”

• Callum’s support for the plan is based on his experience of not seeing a huge amount 
of investment over a long time period. He believes that throughout his entire life as a 
customer he has not seen any major investment and therefore thinks this is the right time 
to invest to improve services.

Callum:

• Age: 92

• Gender: Male

• Metering: Not 

metered

• PSR status: On PSR

• Vulnerability: old age 

and dizzy spells; tires 

easily

• Summary: finds plans 

acceptable and 

affordable.

45



4646Case study – Gillian, health vulnerable customer

Gillian lives as a single parent with two small children. She has been suffering with mental health 
issues linked to depression for a number of years. Gillian works part time and finds that her 
wages are insufficient for her household and as a result she is concerned that this is having a 
negative impact on the lives of her children.

Due to her low household income, Gillian is really noticing the cost of living crisis and she feels 
particularly vulnerable to any increases in prices for food or utilities or water.

Gillian is not on the PSR and was unaware of this service prior to her interview. She feels that she 
would be eligible for financial support to help her with her water bill as she currently receives 
support with her council tax due to her mental health problems.

Response to the plan for vulnerable customers:

• Gillian supported the plan for vulnerable customers and particularly emphasised the 
need for investment to raise awareness of the schemes available to vulnerable people. 
She herself was unaware of the support she could receive as a result of her economic 
and health condition.

• She thought that for the water company to be thinking of vulnerable customers is 
excellent and it will encourage her to reach out to the company in the near future.

Response to plan on page:

• Gillian thought that the plans were very ambitious, but was doubtful that all the targets 
would be reached e.g. the plan to end up with 0 pollution incidents caused her to 
doubt whether this is ever achievable and worry that bills will continue to go up to 
achieve this.

• In the shorter term (over 5 years) Gillian found the plan affordable and acceptable but 
she would not be happy paying an ever- increasing bill up to 2050.

Gillian:

• Age: 32

• Gender: Female

• Metering: Metered

• PSR status: Not on PSR

• Vulnerability: mental 

health condition

• Summary: finds plans 

acceptable and 

affordable.

46
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NHH customers are really feeling the impact of the current 
economic climate

• Not only are household expenses going up but the rise 
in electricity and fuel prices are having a big impact

• Some who feel more ‘protected’ from these rising 
costs (e.g. working in recruitment) still feel scared and 
apprehensive about the future

NHH customers are willing to pay more for the investments 
they feel are the most worthwhile

• Business customers are more likely to assess the value of 
investments 

• Though the bill impact is high and for some too expensive, 
they are willing to pay more for investments they deem 
worthwhile (such as leakage or storm overflows)

• However, they would like to see less spent on investments 
that feel like less of a priority such as smart meters

"If things carry on the way they 
are I don't think I'll have a 
business by the end of the 

year.”
NHH

Non-household sample achieved = 4
• Size: 3 x micro NHH, 1 x larger NHH
• Examples of business type include: restaurant, recruitment, transport
• Usage type: 2 x domestic, 2 x domestic and non-domestic
• Usage volume: 3 x low spend
• Recruitment: 4 x free find

“Certain areas I'd be 
happy to pay more and 

get it done quicker.”
NHH



4848NHH: Response to plan on a page – affordability and acceptability

NHH customers were surprised at how much bills would increase to fund these investments. Investments seem worthwhile but would want to 
see water companies paying for longer term investments. For some of the more important investments, it’s worth paying more to just get it 
done. 

48

Deliberation centres around:
• Leakage and pollution feel like the most important and pressing of the 6 performance 

commitments

• The results/impact of the investments feel small given the size of the bill increase e.g. won’t 

notice having supply interruptions reduced by a few minutes

• On board with the legally required investments as they all feel necessary; though 

protecting natural resources doesn’t feel quite as high up on the priority list in the context of 

other investment areas

• Unsure about nutrient removal – a large bill impact for an unfamiliar issue

• Reluctance to pay towards research in micropollutant investment; this needs to be funded 

by the water companies or externally, not by customers.

Response to proposed plan:
• Whilst there are limited strong objections to the 

investments themselves, the bill impact feels very 
high

• NHH customers would like to see water company 
profits being spent rather than money collected 
from customer bills

• Some areas would be happy to pay to get it done 
quicker e.g. leakage, pollution, storm overflows

• Other areas can wait e.g. smart meters

“At an awkward time where we're 
faced with such high costs in so many 

areas that generally most business 
confronted... invest in keeping the bills 

low for the here and now.”
NHH

“Massive amount of money for 
something that hasn't been in 
the public eye. [REF: nutrient 

removal]”
NHH



Event feedback
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Event feedback: ratings of the deliberative events

Three quarters of the total sample gave the event a rating between 8 and 10. Future and health vulnerable customers were most likely to 
rate the events highly.   
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Source: Appendix A, B/C, D, E: Overall, how would you rate this event out of 10? (Where 1 is terrible and 10 is excellent)
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Out of our sample:

 31/40 

would rate the events 8/10, 9/10 
or 10/10
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Event feedback: reasons for ratings

Participants who rated the events highly thought they were informative and well facilitated, while those with lower ratings appeared to lack 
trust in water companies. 
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“The person I spoke with took the time to 
explain what we were there for and went 
through all the slides shown in a clear and 

concise manner. Also, she had a very 
pleasant manner..”

Health Vulnerable Answer: 9/10

Reasons for ratings of 10-8 Reasons for ratings of 1-7

HH • Informative, interesting, easy to 
understand

• Good to hear about 
improvements

• Showed that customer views are 
valued

• Enjoyed discussions in small groups
• Friendly environment
• Well managed and facilitated

• Not enough opportunity for 
feedback; response options 
too narrow

• Money spent on events could 
be spent on improvements

• Doubt that companies will take 
feedback into account

• Not enough time to read 
information before event

NHH • Informative
• Seamless video call 

• Would like to see proof that 
improvements are being made

• Some questions and examples 
overlapped

Future • Informative, easy to understand, 
well-explained

• Enjoyable
• All participants could voice their 

opinions

• No ratings under 8

Health 

Vulnerable 

• Facilitators were pleasant and 
explained information well

• Information was provided before 
the event

• No reason given

“Very extremely 
informative as I was 

clueless before.”
Future customer 
Answer: 10/10

“Fairly straight forward however some 
questions/examples seemed to overlap 

and make some of the context 
contradictory.”

NHH Answer: 7/10

“Very informative, 
interesting to learn 
lots of things about 
water and the pros 

and cons.”
NHH Answer: 10/10

“It was good to hear 
about the 

improvements 
needed, and that 

customers views are 
being valued.”
HH Answer: 8/10

“There was little opportunity for actual 
feedback. The response possibilities were 
narrow and only within boundaries that 

the company wanted to hear. I am 
disappointed by the apparent lack of 

transparency and the inability to discuss 
openly the profits made by shareholders 

and the impact that this has on water 
bills.”

HH Answer: 3/10
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Event feedback: suggestions for improvements

Changing the timings of events was the most common suggestion participants made. Other suggestions included making the events more 
accessible and providing more information. 
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HH

• Some participants suggested changing the timings of the event (e.g. make the 

event shorter, start earlier, have better organisation to get started)

• Some suggested having more refreshments on offer

• A few suggested making it easier to hear the speakers (through better acoustics or 

a microphone for the main speaker)

• Other suggestions included making the information provided more precise, and 

following up with participants after the event

NHH

• One participant suggested providing more background information to make it 

easier to comment on the issues

• One suggested a group discussion to share ideas with other customers

Future

• Many participants suggested changing the timings of the event to make it shorter or 

more convenient (e.g. avoiding rush hour, not hosting it on a weekday evening)

• One participant suggested better accommodations for Hard of Hearing 

participants

Health Vulnerable

• One participant suggested giving participants more notice of the event

• One suggested providing more data on company targets

• One suggested presenting text on a coloured background to make it more 
accessible for participants with reading disabilities 

“Bit more background information 
before and during as we were not 

aware of some of the points raised so 
was hard to comment on.”

NHH Answer: 10/10

“Text available with 
option of coloured 

background for 
those with reading 

disabilities.”
Future customer 
Answer: 10/10

“Need to be at a better time, 6pm is 
right when most people finish work so 
doing a day's work and then going 
straight to the event for 3 hours was 

quite long.”
Future customer Answer: 8/10

“Maybe start a little 
earlier.”

HH Answer: 9/10

“Preparation of food/drink better. No milk. Had to ask the hired hall 
to supply extra milk which was not appropriate. Also keeping in 

touch with the customer after the event with results from our input. 
This will also allow us to learn if our input has made a difference.”

HH Answer: 8/10
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